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A controversial new law allowing Catholic religious instruction in public schools has caused a
political crisis in Ecuador and brought calls for the resignation of Interior Minister Abraham
Romero, who took office in late December. Although the government says it will include the issue in
a May referendum, opponents are demanding immediate repeal of the law. The controversy began
last October, when Congress passed the "Law of Educational Freedom of Ecuadoran Families,"
written by members of the Ecuadoran Bishops' Conference.
The bill, supported by both the political right in Congress and by the executive, allows for two
hours of religious instruction in public primary and secondary schools. President Sixto Duran
Ballen signed the bill into law, but the Constitutional Guarantees Tribunal (Tribunal de Garantias
Constitucionales) declared it unconstitutional last December. However, the Supreme Court recently
overturned that decision, provoking angry demonstrations in early January that left one student
dead and dozens injured. Opposition politicians, union, and civic leaders blamed the student's
death on police brutality, provoking Congress to open an investigation into the incident. In addition,
student, teacher, and human rights organizations have demanded that Interior Minister Romero
resign. In fact, legislators from the leftist Movimiento Popular Democratico (MPD) have introduced
a motion to impeach him, saying he authorized the police action against the demonstrators.
"The student was assassinated by security forces carrying out Romero's repressive orders to thwart
the just demands of the public and of Ecuadoran youth," said Luis Andrade, head of the MPD.
Both Romero and police commander Gen. Miguel Rosero have denied police responsibility for
the student's death, blaming "outside agitators" for the violence. Meanwhile, as congressional
debate over the fate of Romero and Rosero continues, legislators have initiated other measures to
roll back the Educational Freedom law. MPD congressional deputy Ivan Rodriguez has introduced
impeachment proceedings against the three Supreme Court judges who overturned the lower court
decision in the case. In addition, Izquierda Democratica (ID) deputy Italo Ordonez has introduced a
bill to revoke the recently passed law, while civic, church, and political leaders are looking for ways
to avoid a "holy war" over religious freedom.
Among the most outspoken critics of the law is Anglican Bishop Walter Crespo, spokesperson
for the Front in Defense of Secularism (Frente de Defensa del Laicismo), an umbrella group of
50 non-Catholic religious, student, campesino, and labor organizations who consider the law
discriminatory. Crespo held an eight-day fast in Quito's San Nicolas Church to protest the law.
Both Crespo and Leon Roldos, rector of the University of Guayaquil, say the law violates the
principle of separation of church and state that has been in effect since liberal president Eloy Alfaro
promulgated the 1906 Constitution. The universities have declared 1995 the "year of secularism,"
to call attention to what they say is the Catholic Church's attempt to impose Catholic religious
instruction in all primary and secondary schools. In an effort to diffuse the explosive situation,
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Education Minister Fausto Segovia and members of the Catholic hierarchy have agreed to promote
a national debate on religious education in public schools in search of national consensus. Members
of the Bishops' Conference emphasize that they are not trying to force religious indoctrination on
anyone and that they will abide by whatever legal solution is found.
Meanwhile, a group of eight former ministers of education have proposed an interim solution that
has received considerable support. They suggest that voluntary classes in religious education be
given, outside of regular school hours, by any religious group that chooses to provide the instruction
and foot the bill. Yet another solution was offered on Jan. 18, when Medardo Oleas, the head of
the electoral tribunal (Tribunal Supremo Electoral, TSE), proposed that the issue be included in a
national referendum on a series of constitutional reforms that is scheduled to take place in May.
According to Oleas, a referendum is the best way to enable the Ecuadoran people to rationally
debate and decide on conflictive themes such as this. Nevertheless, the UNE says it adamantly
opposes the issue's inclusion in the referendum, and it continues to demand that the law be revoked
immediately. Both the UNE and the Front in Defense of Secularism have threatened to call a general
strike for Jan. 27, "Secularism Day," if the law is not rescinded. (Sources: Spanish news service EFE,
01/07/95, 01/15/95; Agence France-Presse, 01/07/95, 01/09/95, 01/10/95, 01/12/95, 01/13/95, 01/18/95)
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